
65

659.123/.125:615=111 
https://doi.org/10.18485/bells.2023.15.4 

Cinzia Giglioni*
Sapienza Università di Roma 
Department of Political Sciences 
Rome, Italy

Ellen Patat*
Sapienza Università di Roma 
Department of Political Sciences 
Rome, Italy

A COMPARATIVE STUDY ON IMAGE-TEXT 
RELATIONS IN BIG PHARMA’S 

CODES OF ETHICS

Abstract
The study of image-text interconnections offers an interdisciplinary approach 
to understand and contextualise visuals. The present research explores image-
text relations in codes of ethics (CoEs), which are corporate documents issued 
by corporations. Drawing from a generalised system of image-text relations 
(Martinec & Salway 2005), quantitative and qualitative analyses are conducted 
to illustrate the type of image-text relation implemented in CoEs by companies 
operating in the global pharmaceutical sector, the so-called Big Pharma industry. 
Findings suggest that visual type does not necessarily determine a fixed pattern of 
image-text relations in CoEs. While pictures, drawings and tables display a clear, 
recurring trend, graphics do not. 
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

Image-text combinations are ubiquitous in all sectors, including in the 
corporate environment. Powerful vectors of meaning, visuals, as much 
as words, play a fundamental role in representing company profiles. 
“A picture is said to be worth a thousand words because of its ability to 
hold as much meaning in one frame as can only otherwise be expressed 
in that many words” (de Laat 2004: 123). The image-text interplay 
should be masterfully arranged to convey corporate stance, especially in 
the 21st century, where global presence and appearance are key factors 
in conducting business. Internationally oriented companies and groups, 
which are generally engaged in intense competition, share their societal 
values to create high-profile corporate identities and cultures through the 
issuing of Codes of Ethics (CoEs) – corporate documents available on a 
company’s website. 

Barthes (1997) claimed that “in advertising the signification of the 
image is undoubtedly intentional; […] If the image contains signs, we 
can be sure that in advertising these signs are full, formed with a view 
to optimum reading: the advertising image is frank, or at least emphatic” 
(33). In this sense, CoEs, which could practically be considered a company’s 
‘business card’, ‘advertise’ a company’s values and principles of conduct. 
Hence, the interconnection between the broader category of visuals (here 
intended as pictures, drawings, charts, and tables) and texts in CoEs, 
which, as stated, are documents drafted with obvious intentions, could 
be a significant standpoint from which to analyse and better understand a 
company’s ethical approach.

As a first step in this direction (see Giglioni 2021), drawing from a 
specific theoretical system of image-text relations, this study provides a 
new viewpoint and suggestions for working in a domain that has scarcely 
been explored to date, i.e. the analysis of CoEs in terms of image-text 
relations. The research focuses on a specific group of globally influential 
companies, namely large pharmaceutical firms and groups, the so-called 
Big Pharma (Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America). 
These companies need to conform to the law; hence, they must state their 
legitimacy by also releasing a set of values set out in CoEs. Within this 
framework, CoEs can be considered tools exploited by companies to state 
their awareness of social responsibility, to manifest the development of 
corporate ethics policies and the ability to implement these policies through 
suitable organisation structures and sanctions (D’Orazio 2003: 128). 



Cinzia Giglioni and Ellen Patat: A Comparative Study on Image-Text Relations ...

67

Determining ‘meaning multiplication’ (Bateman 2014), i.e. the 
formation of new meaning through the interplay of image and text, casts 
light on meaning-making, composition and intent. Therefore, this paper 
aims to establish the type of CoEs image-text relations in the Big Pharma 
domain by discussing two main research questions, each connected to one 
hypothesis:

RQ1: What type of image-text interconnections are primarily 
implemented in CoEs issued by companies working in the pharmaceutical 
field?

Hypothesis (H1): In commitment-oriented CoEs, the image-text 
correlation is unequal; in particular, it is an image-subordinate-to-text 
relationship.

RQ2: Does visual type determine the type of correlation in the analysed 
CoEs?

Hypothesis (H2): Some visuals may determine the type of relation 
due to the use of standard visuals in code drafting.

1.1. Objectives of the Study1.1. Objectives of the Study

The major objectives of the study were:
1.	 To select commitment-oriented CoEs (see 3.1) issued by 

independent Fortune 500 pharmaceutical, biotechnology and 
medical companies (see 3.3)

2.	 To identify the number of visual aids employed in these CoEs 
(quantitative survey) 

3.	 To analyse the image-text correlation in each code based on 
Martinec and Salway’s model (2005) (qualitative analysis – see 2)

4.	 To identify image-text correlation trends in companies operating 
in the pharmaceutical field (qualitative analysis). 

2. Theoretical framework2. Theoretical framework

Information is conveyed through all sorts of media, including visuo-verbal 
units where visual images work in conjunction with language. Relevant 
taxonomies for image-text interplay have developed within semiotics 
(Marsh & Domas White 2003; Martinec & Salway 2005; Otto, Springstein, 
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Anand & Ewerth 2020; Zhang, Hwa & Kovashka 2018) based on previous 
research in the field (i.e. Halliday 1994; Barthes 1977; Lemke 1998; 
Royce 1998). Nevertheless, the synergy between visual and verbal units 
has been widely analysed. For instance, a ‘holistic’ approach to image-
text interplay that considers multimodal units (Rose 2016), models for 
computational analysis of multimodal news (Cheema, Hakimov, Müller-
Budack, Otto, Bateman & Ewerth 2023), and reflections on the visual/
verbal divide (Bateman 2014), on transparency (Grange & Lian 2022), or 
on multiliteracies (Unsworth 2006) have been presented.

In addition, due to its ubiquity, the interplay between images and 
texts has been explored in several fields, like marketing, for example, 
product evaluation (Huang, Du, Xu & Hu 2022), and advertising (Zhang, 
Hwa & Kovashka 2018), but also in other disciplinary areas. These include 
education, for instance, with studies on text–image relationships at the 
level of design strategy (Peterson 2011, 2014) or multimedia learning 
(Zhao, Schnotz, Wagner, Gaschler 2020), discourse production or intent 
by using different types of text–image interactions on social media, e.g. 
Twitter (Morin, Mercier & Altani-Duault 2019; Vempala & Preot¸iuc-Pietro 
2019) or Instagram (Kruk, Lubin, Sikka, Lin, Jurafsky & Divakaran 2019), 
text-diagram relations in academic discourse (Martin 1994), literature, for 
graphic narratives (Spanjers 2021), and film documentaries (van Leeuwen 
1991).

From this brief yet significant literature review, it is safe to say that 
image-text relations could be explored in all fields where the interplay 
between image and text occur, hence, the objective of the present study. 
This study makes use of Martinec & Salway’s model (2005) which “is based 
on combining Halliday’s (1985–1994) logico-semantic and status relations, 
developed to classify the relation between clauses in the clause complex, 
with Barthes’ (1977a [1961], 1977b [1964]) text relations, whose main 
object seems to be newspapers, photographs and, to a lesser extent, moving 
images and dialogue in film” (340). 
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Figure 1: Martinec and Salway’s model (2005: 349) 
for image-text relations

As claimed, Martinec and Salway suggest a taxonomy using status and 
semantic relations. Relevant to this study are the status and its realisations. 
The authors draw from Barthes’s three modalities of image-text relations 
– anchorage (text supporting image), illustration (image supporting text), 
and relay (text and image with equal status). Accordingly, the units can 
relate to each other in an equal (whole image-whole text) and unequal 
(whole image-part of text) relation. They further divide the equal status 
into complementary, when the two units combine to form a larger syntagm, 
and independent, when they provide separate information (Figure 1).

3. Research design3. Research design

3.1. Study context3.1. Study context

As for previous international research on CoEs, several studies based on 
a wide range of approaches, small or large-scale corpora from various 
perspectives, have been published (e.g. Frankel 1989; Langlois & 
Schelegelmilch 1990; Pierce & Henry 1996; Farrell & Farrell 1998; Ekin 
& Tezölmez 1999; Wood 2000; Farrell & Cobbin 2000; Adams, Tashchian 
& Shore 2001; Schwartz 2001, 2004; Somers 2001; Pollach 2003; Wood 
& Rimmer 2003; Singh, Carasco, Svensson, Wood, & Callaghan 2005; 
Bethoux, Didry, & Mias 2007; Fairfax, 2007; Long & Driscoll, 2008; 
Stevens 2008; Kaptein 2004, 2011; Singh, 2011; Holder-Webb & Cohen 
2012; Chua 2015; Andrade, Hamza, & Xara-Brasil 2017; Babri, Davidson, 

(2005) which “is based on combining Halliday’s (1985-1994) logico-semantic and status 
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Helin 2021). Similarly, in Italy, studies on CoEs have been conducted 
from different standpoints (e.g. Arrigo 2006; Lugli, Kocollari & Nigrisoli 
2009; Mion, Broglia & Bonfanti 2019; Mion & Bonfanti 2019), but seldom 
semiotically as most research opts for a non-discursive perspective in code 
analysis (Giglioni 2020: 6).

On the other hand, important Italian studies stemming from 
discursive or linguistic frameworks can be found. These concentrate on the 
distinctive features of CoEs, which led to the identification of two type of 
codes: legalistic and commitment-oriented (Catenaccio & Garzone 2017, 
2022), based on their macro- and micro-textual level analysis (Giglioni 
2019, 2020) and on pedagogical implications in ESP (English for Specific 
Purpose) courses (Giglioni & Patat 2020, 2021; Giglioni 2022). 

For the purposes of the present study, we focused on commitment-
oriented codes that generally make wide use of visuals and present 
comprehension aids, ad hoc titles and the message of the CEO (Giglioni 
2019).

3.2. Methodology3.2. Methodology

The goal of this study was to identify the trends in image-text relations 
in commitment-oriented CoEs released by big pharmaceutical companies. 
The conceptual frame was set by C.G., who decided to investigate a specific 
domain, i.e. Big Pharma, by concentrating on image-text relations in CoEs. 
Companies had to be included in Fortune 500, a list published by “Fortune 
Magazine” that highlights the largest American companies based on their total 
revenue. In line with the theoretical framework and the study context, the 
CoEs of the selected companies had to be commitment-oriented (see 3.1). 

Once the study framework was finalised, data collection, i.e. retrieval 
of CoEs from the companies’ websites, was conducted in Spring 2023. A 
meeting was then held to discuss and agree on key concepts, i.e. visuals as 
in drawings, graphics, pictures and tables, and to decide on code inclusion 
and visual computing. Company logos and background pictures (whether 
abstract or concrete, e.g. geometric shapes) were not taken into account 
and, therefore, they were not counted as separate items. Significant units 
were considered to be formed by the association of a visual and a verbal 
unit. For instance, Picture 1 includes six significant units whereas visual 
clusters (i.e. a set of pictures) bound to a single verbal unit (Picture 2) 
were counted as one item. Data were processed both quantitatively (mean 
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and median) and qualitatively. Within the theoretical framework of image-
text analysis (Martinec and Salway 2005), to ensure reliability and validity, 
content analysis and data processing were conducted by independent 
coders in line with the inter-coder reliability theory (O’Connor & Joffer 
2020).

Picture 1: Example of six significant units 	 Picture 2: Example of one
(Bristol Meyers Squibb 25)	 significant unit (CVS 5)

3.3. Corpus3.3. Corpus

The population for the present study is comprised of 18 commitment-
oriented CoEs in English and of varying length. The CoEs were retrieved in 
Spring 2023 from the following company websites: Abbott Laboratories, 
Abbvie, Amerisource Bergen, Amgen, Biogen, Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
Cardinal Health, CVS Health, Eli Lilly, Gilead Sciences, Johnson&Johnson, 
McKesson, Merck & Co., Pfizer, Regeneron Pharmaceuticals, Vertex 
Pharmaceuticals, Viatris, and Zoetis (see Corpus in References). 

All codes belong to companies that made the 2022 Fortune 500 List, 
an annual list of the 500 largest American companies according to total 
revenue for the previous fiscal year. Hence, the sample is representative 
of all Fortune 500 Big Pharma companies. Despite being ranked in the 
Fortune 500 list (#195), Moderna’s CoE did not meet the inclusion criteria 
due to its legalistic nature (see 3.1).

median) and qualitatively. Within the theoretical framework of image-text analysis (Martinec 
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4. Findings 

Figure 1 displays the overall visual (pictures, drawings, graphics and tables) distribution 

based on the analysis of the 18 selected CoEs (page mean 35.4).  
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4. Findings4. Findings

Figure 1 displays the overall visual (pictures, drawings, graphics and 
tables) distribution based on the analysis of the 18 selected CoEs (page 
mean 35.4). 

Figure 1: Visual distribution in the selected corpus

Table 1 lists the number of visuals organised according to type for each 
CoE.

Codes Pictures Drawings Graphics Tables Total 
visual

Abbott 22 44 – 1 67

Abbvie 31 45 – 2 78

AmerisourceBergen 17 5 – – 22

Amgen 33 2 – 2 37

Biogen 21 84 2 – 107

BristolMyersSquibb 28 1 – – 29

CardinalHealth 11 9 – 3 23

CVS 11 9 – – 20

EliLilly 6 2 – – 8
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Biogen 21 84 2 -- 107 

BristolMyersSquibb 28 1 -- -- 29 
CardinalHealth 11 9 -- 3 23 

CVS 11 9 -- -- 20 
EliLilly 6 2 -- -- 8 
Gilead 21 -- 2 -- 23 

Johnson&Johnson 27 26 1 -- 54 
McKesson 45 154 1 -- 200 

Merck 7 1 -- -- 8 
Pfizer 27 57 -- 1 85 

Regeneron 48 39 1 -- 88 
Vertex 27 58 -- -- 85 
Viatris 35 -- -- -- 35 
Zoetis 37 18 -- -- 55 

Table 1: Number of visuals organised by type in the selected population 

 

Overall, the 18 codes included 454 pictures and 554 drawings (median values: 27 and 13.5, 

respectively), seven graphics and nine tables (mean values: 0.3 and 0.5, respectively). 

Considering the inherently subjective nature of qualitative coding data, two pictures were not 

taken into account due to disagreement between coders (total visuals 1022, 100%). The least 

represented visual categories were graphics and tables, while the most represented category 

was drawings. The lowest number of visuals was found for Eli Lilly and Merck (eight 
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Gilead 21 -- 2 -- 23

Johnson&Johnson 27 26 1 -- 54

McKesson 45 154 1 -- 200

Merck 7 1 -- -- 8

Pfizer 27 57 -- 1 85

Regeneron 48 39 1 -- 88

Vertex 27 58 -- -- 85

Viatris 35 -- -- -- 35

Zoetis 37 18 -- -- 55

Table 1: Number of visuals organised by type in the selected 
population

Overall, the 18 codes included 454 pictures and 554 drawings (median 
values: 27 and 13.5, respectively), seven graphics and nine tables (mean 
values: 0.3 and 0.5, respectively). Considering the inherently subjective 
nature of qualitative coding data, two pictures were not taken into account 
due to disagreement between coders (total visuals 1022, 100%). The least 
represented visual categories were graphics and tables, while the most 
represented category was drawings. The lowest number of visuals was 
found for Eli Lilly and Merck (eight respectively), whereas the largest 
number of visuals was found for McKesson (200). The median value for 
visuals was 45.5.

The relation between visual and verbal units was analysed for all 
visuals. Table 2 displays the content analysis performed by the two coders 
following Martinec & Salway’s (2005) model. 

Codes e/i e/c un/im un/t

Abbott 16 2 48 1

Abbvie 23 18 35 2

AmerisourceBergen 11 1 10 –

Amgen 11 1 22 3
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Biogen 22 3 82 -–

BristolMyersSquibb – 1 27 1

CardinalHealth 10 – 10 3

CVS 5 1 14 –

EliLilly 2 3 3 –

Gilead 7 4 12 –

Johnson&Johnson 24 1 28 1

McKesson 28 7 164 1

Merck 4 2 2 –

Pfizer 18 5 61 1

Regeneron 27 3 56 2

Vertex 17 7 61 –

Viatris 23 3 9 –

Zoetis 21 4 30 –

Table 2: Classification of visuals based on Martinec & Salway’s 
model (2005)

e/i: equal/independent; e/c: equal/complementary; un/im: unequal/image subordinate to 
text; un/t: unequal/text subordinate to image

Overall, 267 equal independent, 66 equal complementary, 674 unequal, 
image-subordinate-to-text and 15 text-subordinate-to-image relations 
were detected. Out of 333 equal relations, 268 (80.4%) were independent 
and 65 (19.5%) were complementary. Out of 689 unequal relations, only 
15, i.e. 2.1%, were text-subordinate-to-image whereas the majority, 674 
(97.8%), were image-subordinate-to-text interplay. 

Pictures were likely to be in an equal independent (252, 55.7%) 
(Picture 3) or unequal image-subordinate-to-text relation (162, 35.8%) 
(Picture 4). Some (36, 7.9%) equal complementary (Picture 5) but few (2, 
0.4%) unequal text-subordinate-to-image relations were detected. In terms 
of the pictures-equal independent ratio status, i.e. a lack of combination 
between the visual and verbal unit, 12 codes (66.6%) displayed a high 
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rate, ranging from 90.9% for Cardinal Health to 56.7% for Zoetis.1 The 
biopharmaceutical Bristol Meyers Squibb was the only company whose 
code did not present pictures unrelated to text, with 28 pictures and one 
drawing for a total of 27 (93.1%) unequal, image-subordinate-to-text 
relations.

Picture 3: Example of an equal 
independent relation (Gilead 8)

Picture 4: Example of an unequal, 
image-subordinate-to text relation 

(CVS 2)

Picture 5: Example of an equal 
complementary relation 

(Amgen, cover)

Picture 6: Examples of drawings in an 
unequal, image-subordinate-to-text  

relation (Abbvie 34)

1	 Abbott 72.7%, Abbvie 74%, Amerisource Bergen 64.7%, Johnson&Johnson 88.8%, 
McKesson 62%, Merck 75.1%, Pfizer 66.6%, Regeneron 56.25%, Vertex 62.9%, Viatris 
65.7%

ranging from 90.9% for Cardinal Health to 56.7% for Zoetis.2 The biopharmaceutical Bristol 

Meyers Squibb was the only company whose code did not present pictures unrelated to text, 

with 28 pictures and one drawing for a total of 27 (93.1%) unequal, image-subordinate-to-text 

relations. 
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Picture 6: Examples of drawings in an 

unequal, image-subordinate-to-text relation 

(Abbvie 34) 

 

On the other hand, drawings (such as stylised books, question and exclamation marks, 

balloons, etc.) tended to be subordinate to text (510, 92%) (Picture 6). However, some equal 

complementary (27, 4.8%) and equal independent (15, 2.3%) relations were found. Two 
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2 Abbott 72.7%, Abbvie 74%, Amerisource Bergen 64.7%, Johnson&Johnson 88.8%, McKesson 62%, Merck 
75.1%, Pfizer 66.6%, Regeneron 56.25%, Vertex 62.9%, Viatris 65.7% 
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On the other hand, drawings (such as stylised books, question and 
exclamation marks, balloons, etc.) tended to be subordinate to text (510, 
92%) (Picture 6). However, some equal complementary (27, 4.8%) and 
equal independent (15, 2.3%) relations were found. Two drawings (0.4%) 
were in an unequal text-subordinate-to-image correlation. There were also 
codes that did not resort to the use of drawings – Viatris and Gilead – or 
only added a few – Amerisource Bergen with one (3.4%) and Amgen with 
two (5.4%). On the other hand, McKesson used a wide variety of drawings 
164 (82%), followed by Pfizer with 57 (67%). 

In terms of tables, in all instances (nine, 100%) the text was 
subordinate to the image (Picture 7), while graphics displayed variations: 
two (28.5%) were equal independent (Picture 8), one (14.2%) was equal 
complementary (Picture 9), two (28.5%) were unequal subordinate to text 
(Picture 10), and two (28.5%) were subordinate to image (Picture 11).

Picture 7: Example of a table in a text-
subordinate-to image relation 

(Abbvie 64)

Picture 8: Example of a graphic 
in an equal independent relation 

(Biogen 52)

Picture 9: Example of a graphic in an equal complementary relation (Regeneron 
8)

drawings (0.4%) were in an unequal text-subordinate-to-image correlation. There were also 
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McKesson used a wide variety of drawings 164 (82%), followed by Pfizer with 57 (67%).  

In terms of tables, in all instances (nine, 100%) the text was subordinate to the image 

(Picture 7), while graphics displayed variations: two (28.5%) were equal independent (Picture 
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Picture 10: Example of a graphic in an 
unequal, image-subordinate-to-text 

relation (Gilead 3)

Picture 11: Example of a graphic in an 
unequal, text-subordinate-to-image 

relation (McKesson 9)

Table 3 displays the frequency and the most common variety of image-text 
relations for each code.

Codes
Most common variety 
of image-text relation Number of varieties

equal unequal III IV

Abbott � x � x

Abbvie X � � x

AmerisourceBergen X � x �

Amgen � x � x

Biogen � x x �

BristolMyersSquibb � x x �

CardinalHealth � x x �

CVS � x x �

EliLilly X � x �

Gilead � x x �

Johnson&Johnson � x � x

McKesson � x � x

  
Picture 10: Example of a graphic in an 

unequal, image-subordinate-to-text relation 

(Gilead 3) 

Picture 11: Example of a graphic in an 

unequal, text-subordinate-to-image relation 

(McKesson 9) 

 

Table 3 displays the frequency and the most common variety of image-text relations for each 

code. 

 
Codes 

Most common variety of 
image-text relation 

Number of varieties 

equal unequal III IV 
Abbott  x  x 
Abbvie X   x 

AmerisourceBergen X  x  
Amgen  x  x 
Biogen  x x  

BristolMyersSquibb  x x  
CardinalHealth  x x  

CVS  x x  
EliLilly X  x  
Gilead  x x  

Johnson&Johnson  x  x 
McKesson  x  x 

Merck x  x  
Pfizer  x  x 

Regeneron  x x  
Vertex  x x  
Viatris  x x  
Zoetis  x x  

Table 3: The most common types of image-text relations and number of types per code 

 

The image-text relation was considered mainly equal in 22.2% (four) and unequal in 78.7% 

(14) of the codes. 12 (66.6%) displayed three while six (33.3 %) showed four varieties of 

image-text relations. 
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Merck x � x �

Pfizer � x � x

Regeneron � x x �

Vertex � x x �

Viatris � x x �

Zoetis � x x �

Table 3: The most common types of image-text relations and number 
of types per code

The image-text relation was considered mainly equal in 22.2% (four) and 
unequal in 78.7% (14) of the codes. 12 (66.6%) displayed three while six 
(33.3 %) showed four varieties of image-text relations.

5. Discussion5. Discussion

According to our findings, the CoEs issued by the 18 pharmaceutical 
companies in the selected corpus (3.3) are characterised by an unequal 
image-text relation, i.e. the visuals only partially relate to part of the text. 
This answers RQ1 and confirms H1. The primary scope of a code of ethics 
or conduct – the terms may be interchangeable as, indeed, a company’s 
set of guidelines is presented in a code to promote appropriate ethical 
behaviour (Giglioni 2020: 5) – is not merely promotional, however. As 
a ‘business card’, codes present company values and principles. Values, 
as well as principles of conduct, as abstract concepts, may be difficult 
to represent or be enclosed within a single visual frame. This reasoning 
could easily be an explanation for the prevalent visual-text relations that 
emerged from the present content analysis. 

Moreover, as suggested in H2, there seems to be a trend in visual 
selection by companies, especially when it comes to pictures. Regarding 
this aspect, some tendencies can be highlighted. Codes of ethics are likely to 
include images that have a positive connotation, representing stereotyped 
subjects, generally avoiding any potential discrimination according to 
sex, age and ethnicity, in a generic work environment. This helps explain 
the equal independent status as quite often the selected pictures provide 
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information in parallel without forming a larger syntagm (see Martinec & 
Salway 2005: 343). To better describe this generalisation, the recurrence 
of some images can be addressed. Pictures 10 and 11 are taken from two 
and three different CoEs, respectively.

Picture 12 Picture 13

Picture 12 appears in identical form in Amgen (19) under the heading 
“Government inspections and requests” and in Pfizer (30) above this line: 
“We advance equity when we seek perspective”. On the other hand, Picture 
13, with 3 different close-ups of the same building with the American flag, 
appears in Amgen (28) under the heading “Political activities and political 
donations”, in CVS (27) in “Government requests”, and in Regeneron (50) 
in “Communication with government officials and employees”. While 
Capitol Hill metonymically relates to the idea of legislation by bringing to 
mind the United States Congress, Picture 12 is not clearly related to the 
texts. Actually, a quick image search on the Internet is enough to document 
the overuse of this image in different working contexts (leadership 
development, enterprise business applications, promotion of scientific 
and technological activities, insurance, to cite just some). This lack of 
correlation, though, is found quite often when trying to relate images to 
texts as the selected pictures do not seem to engage with the text, thus 
requiring a very different conceptualisation process. This occurs with some 
drawings as well. They activate a precise association that is, however, 
unrelated to the concept that the drawing is referring to in the CoE. For 
example, in Biogen (14), there is a green circle with three stylised figures 
who have linked their hands in the centre giving the idea of collaboration 
and teamwork, but the verbal unit is about respecting and doing what is 
right for patients.

5. Discussion 

According to our findings, the CoEs issued by the 18 pharmaceutical companies in the 

selected corpus (3.3) are characterised by an unequal image-text relation, i.e. the visuals only 

partially relate to part of the text. This answers RQ1 and confirms H1. The primary scope of a 

code of ethics or conduct – the terms may be interchangeable as, indeed, a company’s set of 

guidelines is presented in a code to promote appropriate ethical behaviour (Giglioni 2020: 5) 

– is not merely promotional, however. As a ‘business card’, codes present company values 

and principles. Values, as well as principles of conduct, as abstract concepts, may be difficult 

to represent or be enclosed within a single visual frame. This reasoning could easily be an 

explanation for the prevalent visual-text relations that emerged from the present content 

analysis.  

Moreover, as suggested in H2, there seems to be a trend in visual selection by 

companies, especially when it comes to pictures. Regarding this aspect, some tendencies can 

be highlighted. Codes of ethics are likely to include images that have a positive connotation, 

representing stereotyped subjects, generally avoiding any potential discrimination according 

to sex, age and ethnicity, in a generic work environment. This helps explain the equal 

independent status as quite often the selected pictures provide information in parallel without 

forming a larger syntagm (see Martinec & Salway 2005: 343). To better describe this 

generalisation, the recurrence of some images can be addressed. Pictures 10 and 11 are taken 

from two and three different CoEs, respectively. 

 

  
Picture 12 Picture 13 

 

Picture 12 appears in identical form in Amgen (19) under the heading “Government 

inspections and requests” and in Pfizer (30) above this line: “We advance equity when we 

seek perspective”. On the other hand, Picture 13, with 3 different close-ups of the same 
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As for the least represented visual types, i.e. tables and graphics, 
some reflections can be put forward. Due to the nature of CoEs, unlike, for 
instance, annual reports that include numerical data on market expansion, 
revenue, number of products in relation to countries, etc., tables in CoEs 
do not report quantitative data. Thus, the text is likely to be subordinate to 
the image. Annual reports also include the number of employees and the 
turnover and allocated budgets, which could potentially be an interesting 
addition to a CoE as well. 

As for graphics, when compared to other visuals, they are used less 
(0.6%) and with a variety of image-text relations (equal independent, equal 
complementary, unequal image-subordinate-to-text, and text-subordinate-
to-image). This may also suggest the potential adaptability of such a visual 
asset in CoEs that has not been exploited by companies yet. 

Hence, in terms of RQ2, it can be inferred that, rather than determining 
a clear-cut type of relation, visual types are likely to present a tendency in 
use. If, statistically speaking, due to its notably different data points in 
the drawings category, McKesson were to be considered an outlier, the 
distribution of pictures (407, 49.4%) and drawings (400, 48.6%) would 
be quite balanced in the selected corpus and account for the majority of 
visuals. Ultimately, pictures tend to be in an unequal, image-subordinate-
to-text relation, while drawings are divided between equal independent 
and unequal, image-subordinate to text.

6. Conclusion6. Conclusion

The present study aimed at identifying the types of relations between the 
visual and the verbal units presented in corporate CoEs. The analysis of 18 
CoEs issued by 18 American companies operating in the pharmaceutical 
sector was based on Martinec and Salway’s (2005) suggested model. 
Results indicate that visuals adopted in CoEs are mainly pictures and 
drawings. These visuals relate to the text with equal independent and 
unequal, image-subordinate-to-text relations. In terms of the former, 
picture selection in particular often seems to be standardised as images 
are mostly unrelated to the verbal unit they refer to. Images tend to convey 
a conformed message. Drawings, commonly stylised icons, are generally 
more intuitively understood, forming a larger unit of meaning, supporting 
the text they refer to. Tables and graphics are the least represented visuals. 
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Tables can be found in text-subordinate-to-image relations whereas graphics 
are found in all four varieties of associations. In today’s overwhelmingly 
visual communication, considering the unprecedented innovation and 
technological tools at hand, companies should exploit visuals in a more 
effective way so as to ignite a conceptualisation process through which the 
association between a visual unit and a verbal unit – even if representing 
an abstract concept – is more immediate. Within this framework, CoEs 
should be considered to be another type of corporate document used to 
engage and interact with due accuracy with both employees and third 
parties. 
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